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Lahu Shi Vowels 

There are eight vowels in the Lahu Shi language. Examples of these are 
found in Table 10. The symbols selected follow the Lahu Na orthography 
developed in Myanmar. The letters 'h' and 'w' are used to mark vowel quality 
distinctions since the Roman script has only five symbols normally used for 
vowels. Continuing research has refined the choice of phonemic vowel symbols 
from an initial phonological statement for Lahu Shi (Cooper & Cooper, 1996), but 
has not changed the proposed orthography. 



Phonemic 
Sound 


Ortho- 
graphic 
Symbol 


Example 


i 


i 


ti 


[ti 3 ] 


'do* 


c 


e 


te 


[te 3 ] 


'one' 


X 


eh 


atheh 


[a 3 ^* 3 ] 


'machete' 


u 


u 


tu 


[tu 3 ] 


'stand* 


o 





todche 


[to 5 tjV] 


'walk' 





aw 


awr 


b 1 ] 


'rice* 


a 


a 


ta 


[ta 3 ] 


'don't' 


Y 


uh 


uh 


[v 3 ] 


'four' 



Table 10 Vowels 

Vowel nasalization is not strictly phonemic in Lahu Shi, but some Lahu 
Shi speakers prefer to mark it using an 4 n* after a vowel which can be nasalized. 
This is based on an innovation introduced into the Lahu Na orthography used in 
Thailand and Myanmar less than fifty years ago, writing some loan words with a 
final nasal consonant. Nasalized vowels are not universally found in Lahu Shi 
speech, but there is a perceived prestige value in using and writing nasalization, 
therefore nasalization has been added to the orthography. The words kan (/kg/ 
'work') and ceng (/tjc 4 " 2 / 'kind or type'), borrowed from Tai, demonstrate a 
nasalized vowel with and without a following tone mark. This 'n' is not a syllable 
final consonant or tone, it signals nasalization on the preceding vowel. Other 
examples of this are listed in Table 15. 

The Lahu languages have few examples of vowel sequences. They most 
often occur over morpheme boundaries where the following morpheme is a 
particle that is a bound morpheme. Examples of bound morphemes found in 
Lahu Shi are shown in Table 1 1 . The few other cases of vowel sequences occur 
in loan words, mostly borrowed from Thai, Shan (another Tai language spoken in 
some of the areas where the Lahu Shi people live), or English. Table 12 shows 
examples of the vowel sequences found in Lahu Shi loan words. The Lahu Shi 
people prefer to treat both types of vowel sequences the same, except when the 
second vowel is a bound morpheme and has a different tone than the preceding 
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morpheme. In these instances, a 'dash' (-) is inserted at the morpheme boundary 
and the vowels are given separate tone marks. All together, Lahu Shi has 14 
different vowel sequences. 



Phonemic Sound 


Ortho-graphic 
Symbol 


Example 


ea 


ea 


kea 


[kea 3 ] 


'please give' 


eo 


eo 


keo 


[keo 3 ] 


'put it down!' 


sea 


eha 


yad nehax 


r 5 2-4, 

[ya nae a ] 


'baby' 


uo 


ua 


yuar 


[yuu 1 ] 


'please 

grab/reach' 


o 


ao 


laor 


[lao 1 ] 


'come!' 


oa 


awa 


tawa 


[to a 3 ] 


'please pour' 


Yd 


uha 


huhd-az 


Pr/a? 5 * 6 ] 


'go selling' 


io 


io 


chid-oq 


[tf i 6 o? 4 ] 


'pick it up!' 


De 


awe 


ngawx-eq 


tD3 5 e? 4 ] 


'look!* 


eo 


eaw 


ceawg le 


[tje D 4 " 2 le 3 ] 


'what kind!?' 


Table 11 Vowel Sequences: with bound morphemes (particles) 


Phonemic Sound 


Orthographic 
Symbol 


Example 


ac 


e 


kae 


[kae 3 ] 


'go' (Tai) 


ia 


ia 


apia 


[a 3 pia 3 ] 


'dove* (Tai) 


aae 


aweh 


lawehx 


[Io* 2 ' 3 ] 


*a kind of 
lizard' (Tai) 


aeo 


eho 


thehox so 


[rW* 4 ] 


'a plow' (Tai) 


io 


io 


rer dior 


[le 1 di 1 o 1 ] 


'radio' 
(English) 



Table 12 Vowel Sequences: in loan words 

Lahu Shi Consonants 

The Lahu Shi language has the twenty-two phonemic consonants listed 
in Table 13. There are no naturally occurring consonant clusters in the language. 
The proposed orthography has one unusual use of a consonant symbol is the 
symbol 4 gh\ representing a voiced velar fricative. The 'glY was chosen because 
the Lahu Shi people who helped develop the system like the symmetry of using 
'h* to mark a feature change or addition. In the proposed system 'h* also marks 
aspiration on voiceless stops, following the main consonant. The system 
developed in China also marks aspiration this way, while in the orthography 
developed in Myanmar the symbol 'h' precedes the main consonant to mark 
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aspiration. The other consonant symbols in this orthography represent the 
common sounds associated with them in other languages that use a Roman 
based script. These consonants cover the phonemic range of consonants in 
Lahu Shi, but one more orthographic symbol is required. 

The orthographic consonant character Y (in the syllable initial position) 
has the same phonetic and phonemic values as T. It is used only in loan words 
from English that are spelled using an Y\ such as rer dior (He* di 1 o 1 ]) for the 
English word 'radio 1 . Some of the Lahu Shi speakers who are developing the 
alphabet are aware that they do not produce a unique sound for Y\ However, 
they believe that if an 'r' is used in the source language spelling of a word, 
replacing it with an T in Lahu Shi would be incorrect. There seem to be two 
main reasons for this conviction. First, the Lahu Na orthographies have the Y 
character, though there is no distinction between the T and Y in Lahu Na. 
Second, the Lahu Shi developers have adopted a strategy of representing loan 
words as close to the original rendering as possible. This strategy for encoding 
loan words is also evident in two languages to which they have a great deal of 
exposure, Lahu Na and Thai. Therefore the proposed Lahu Shi orthography 
includes the letter Y as a consonant representing the phoneme /!/ which is used 
only in borrowed words. 
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PHONEMIC 
SOUND 


ORTHO- 
GRAPHIC 
SYMBOL 


EXAMPLE 


P 


P 


par 


[pa] 


4 frog' 


P h 


ph 


phid 


[P h i] 


'dog' 


t 


t 


ter tud 


[tctu]l 


4 pestle' 


? 


th 


thux pu 


[tNipu] 


'sack (large) 1 


k 


k 


keh 


fl*] 


'mountain' 


k h 


kh 


Khaz 


[k h a/] 


'cross bow 1 


b 


b 


bag che 


[batfe] 


to throw' 


d 


d 


daq 


[dofi 


'good' 


9 


9 


gaz laz 


[go/ la/] 


rake* 


tj 


c 


cirkox 


Wi ko] 


crab' 


tf 


ch 


chez 


WV] 


'deer' 


*3 


J 


ajiz 


[a d 3 i/] 


'dirt' 


f 


f 


faz 


[fa/] 


'rodent' 


s 


s 


suhz cehg 


[s^ tfae] 


tree' 


V 


V 


vid 


[vi] 


'dry' 


h 


h 


had 


[ha] 


goat 1 


J 


y 


yehg 


U*] 


'house' 


Y 


gh 


ghaz 


[ Y a/] 


'chicken* 


m 


m 


muhd 


[mr] 


'horse' 


n 


n 


nud 


[nu] 


'cow' 





ng 


ngag 


foa] 


T 


I 


1 


lag 


[la] 


lea' 



Table 13 Main Syllable Consonants 



Lahu Shi Tones 

Lahu Shi has seven phonemic tones, symbolized in the proposed writing 
system by Roman characters as shown in Table 14. This follows the pattern in 
the Lahu Na orthography developed in China which marks six tones using the 
letters T, 'd\ *q\ 'r\ T, and no symbol for mid tone. The proposed orthography 
employs the letters 'g\ *x\ and *z\ and does not use T and T, providing a total of 
seven tone marks. The tone and letter associations are also rearranged 
somewhat, following the Lahu Shi developers' sense of which letters match the 
tones. 

The Lahu Shi orthography developers chose to mark tone with letters for 
a number of reasons. They thought that using letters for marking tone looked 
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more beautiful than the special characters used in the Lahu Na orthography 
developed in Myanmar. They also wanted to avoid the need for specially 
adapted typewriters and special fonts for computers required for the special 
characters in that system. Beyond that, they believed it would be easy for Lahu 
Shi people to learn to mark tone with letters, even those people who were already 
familiar with the characters used in the Lahu Na orthography from Myanmar. 



Phonemic Sound 


Orthographic 
Symbol 


Example 


1 
low 


r 


par 


[pa 1 ] 


frog' 


3 
mid 


no symbol 


ca 


[ca 3 ] 


seek* 


5 

high 


d 


cad 


[ca 5 ] 


'eat' 


?4 
mid-cut 


q 


caq- 


[ca? 4 ] 


'machine' 


?5-6 
high-cut 


2 


caz kheh 


[ca? 5 " 6 ^* 3 ] 


Yope/cord* 


2-4 
rising 


X 


cax che 


[ca 2 * 4 tf e 3 ] 


To join' 


4-2 
falling 


g 


cag sir 


[cc 4 - 2 Ji 1 ] 


'rice seed* 



Table 14 Tones 

'Numbers represent phonetic pitch: 1 is low, 6 rs high. Glottal stop [?) is part of the tone pattern. 

Lahu Shi Syllables 

Like many Tibeto-Burman languages, Lahu Shi is primarily monosyllabic. 
In comparison to the Thai script where words are written together, each Lahu Shi 
syllable is written as a separate unit. Phonological syllables consist of an optional 
initial consonant followed by an obligatory vowel and tone as in the examples in 
Table 15. However, as discussed previously, exceptions to the rule of writing 
syllables separately can occur with bound morphemes and loan words, as shown 
in Table 11 and Table 12. 
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Syllable* 


Orthographic 


Phonetic 


Gloss 


CVT 


ghaz 


[ya? 5 * 6 ] 


'chicken' 


CV 


ca 


Wa 3 ] 


eat' 


VT 


awr 


to 1 ] 


'rice* 


V 


a 


[a 3 ] 


particle for nouns 


CVNT 


khuhnd 


[kVn 5 ] 


'in* 


CVN 


kan 


[kan 3 ] 


'work* 


VNT 


anx 


tan 4 ] 


'strange' 


VN 


no example 







Table 15 Orthographic syllable types 

*C = consonant, V = vowel, N = vowel nasalization, T = tone, no T = mid tone 

Morphophonemic and Word Break Decisions 

The general rule for writing Lahu Shi is to separate every syllable by a 
space. AH morphemes and many Lahu Shi words are single syllables. 
Compound words are written as multiple separate syllables. Lahu Shi also has 
bound morphemes, in the form of particles. When a root morpheme is followed 
by a particle resulting in a vowel sequence, no separation is written between the 
syllables. If the two syllables have the same tone, the tone character is written 
after the vowel in the particle, not after the root. If the two syllables have different 
tones, a hyphen (-) is written separating the two morphemes. The end result of 
this strategy is that one particle can be written with or without a hyphen, 
depending on the tone of the preceding syllable. A clearer solution may be 
required, such as to always use a hyphen with these bound morphemes, marking 
their part of speech. 
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Type 


Orthographic 


Phonetic 


Gloss 


Comment 


one syllable 


ghaz 


[yd? 5 " 6 ] 


'chicken* 




dawg 


[do 4 " 2 ] 


'drink' 




Compounds 


nud kar 


[nu 5 ka 1 ] 


*water buffalo 1 


(lit.) 'cow 
dumb' 


yad par 


r. S 1, 

|ja pa] 


'son' 


(lit) 'offspring 
male' 


Preceding 
particles 


a pa 


[a 3 pa 3 ] 


father' 




akaz 


[a 3 ka?"] 


'water' 




awg ceng 


to 4 " 2 trc 4 - 2 ] 


'kind or type* 




Following 
particle: 
same tones 


yad paor 


r. 5 1 1l 

Qa pa o ] 


'son (calling)' 




a kaz tawa 


[a 3 kG? 5-6 

to 3 a 3 ] 


'please pour 
(some) water* 




Following 
particle: 
two tones 


ngawx-eq 


[Q^e? 4 ] 


'look!' 




huhd-az 


[hr 5 a? 5 *] 


'go selling 1 





Table 16 Morphophonemic and word breaks 
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